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THE DUALITIES OF NATURES
The sacred literature of a people reflects their attitude toward
themselves and their surroundings.

The myths, ceremonies, and sacred

formulas of the Cherokee serve this purpose, and show the Cherokee
understanding of their own psychology and of their own world.

The

Cherokee recognized the dualities of good and evil in nature, and they
saw how these qualities provided necessary balances in the world.

The

Cherokee then looked within themselves and found the same conflicting
spirits of good and evil.

But because they were also a part of the

way of the whole world, the Cherokee knew they could also find the
harmony of nature.

The pe0ple were not oveFiY proud of their good

qualities, but neither did they despair of their evil natures.

The

Cherokee communicated with nature through two powerful deities, fire
and water.

These deities figure predominantly in the myths which

explained the strange ways of the world, and in the ceremonies and
sacred formulas which helped man understand his world.
religion reflected their life-style.

The people's

With the Cherokee, the real and

ideal religious situations differed very little.
tribe combined both secular and religious facets.

The history of the
Dualities were as

much a part of the people's natures as they were of the gods.

History

defines the Cherokee acceptance and resolution of the conflicts between
good and evil within themselves; it helps explain the evolution of
Cherokee sacred traditions.

The sacred traditions show the importance
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of duality in the Cherokee religious thought, besides their sense
of place in their world.
HISTORY
The personal name of the Cherokee nation exemplifies the security
they felt in their country.

They called themselves Ani-Yunwiya, which

means the "real people," or the "principal people."

Other Indian

tribes, such as the Navajo and the Iroquios, have used the same term.
The Cherokee, however, were the principal people of the southeastern
Appalachian mountain range.

Their territory stretched from the Ohio

River to Atlanta, Georgia, and they dominated the area by sheer numbers.
The Cherokee also had qualities as a tribe that distinguished them
from their Indian neighbors. The Cherokee are now acknowledged to have
been among the most peaceful of tribes, even though John Haywood wrote
in 1820 that "in the hazardous enterprises of war, they were animated
by a restless spirit.111

They enjoyed the excitement of war, but they

did not want only to indulge in it.

This was one of the many aspects

of Cherokee society that earned them the adjective "civilized,"
according to the Caucasian conception of the term.
Early white contacts with the Cherokee admired their system of
government, which was based on a separation of powers between the civil,
or peace, organization and a military organization.

The probable

reason for this separation was that fighting warriors became unclean in
the act of killing, which left them unfit to officiate at religious
ceremonies necessary to the tribe's civil organization.

The principal

chief of the nation was the head of the civil government and of the
religious organization, making him the chief and the chief priest.

He
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was aided by the chief speaker and the six counsellors of the main
governmental body, and the other important members of his entourage
were his messenger, his fanner, his speaker, his chief priest and
his priest of sacrifice.

All these people lived near the council
The military government

house and cared for the ceremonial equipment.

centered around the chief warrior, his three main officers, and seven
counsellors.

Also included in the military hierarchy was the War

Woman, or Beloved Woman.

An aged and honorable woman held this

title; she could have been the widow of a former principal chief, or
the eldest distinguished woman of the clan.

She had a vote in

deciding if the nation would go to war, and she decided whether a
captive taken in war would be killed or adopted into the clan.
Cherokee society was as well structured as the government.
nation was divided into seven clans:

The

the paint clan, the raccoon clan,

the panther clan, the wind (aong hair) clan, the bird clan, the wolf
clan, and the deer clan.

Clan inheritance was matri-lineal, and no

one was allowed to marry an immediate member of the mother's clan.
violation of this law was punishable by death.

A

A person would pre

ferably marry someone from his (or her) paternal or maternal grand
father's clan.

After a priest married a couple the only cause for

divorce was unfaithfulness.
Gifts given at marriage showed the importance of food
culture.

in

the

The mother of the groom gave him a leg of venison and a

blanket; the mother of the bride gave her an ear of corn and a blanket.
Wild game, especially deer, was the major source of meat and utensils.
The leg of venison symbolized the importance of hunting and of the man's

4

role as a hunter.

Corn was the dominant agricultural commodity of the

Cherokee and the cultivation of corn was woman's work, as signified
by the ear of corn she received at her wedding.

In the origin myth

of game and corn, the man, Kanati, is the great hunter and knows the
secrets of the animals.
corn to mankind.2

A woman, Selu, brought the secret of growing

The myth justifies the role of man and woman in

Cherokee society.
The Cherokee religion of 200 years ago, of which the origin
myths are a part, was associated with the social and political struc
ture of the tribe.

The religion included a vitalistic-mechanistic

view of nature; nature had informing powers and these powers could be
manipulated through proper knowledge.

The knowledge was ordered by

myth, rituals and formulas.
The government, society, and religion of the tribe were the
main reasons the Cherokee were called "civilized" by the white man,
and along with the Creek, the Catawba, the Choctaw and the Seminole
they become one of the Five Civilized Tribes.

But even with this

carefully defined cultural structure, many facts about the Cherokee
yet remain unknown.

Much of their history was lost before the advent

of the white man, and their religious traditions had been fragmented.
Some origin legends conflict with each other; traditions and beliefs
have been decimated,

The Cherokee were enough of a challenge for

John Haywood to dedicate an entire section of Natural and Aboriginal
History of Tennessee to the Cherokee, writing, "The history of the
Cherokee will now receive undivided attention • • • because in all their
principal customs, religious notions and pcl>li ticali institutions,, they
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differ in all respects from the aborigines of Tennessee and Kentucky.
As did so many Indian tribes, the Cherokee once had their own
migration legend.
with time.

The Cherokee migration legend, however, has corroded

It disintergrated into many smaller legends, which

include the sacred origin myths and the secular animal myths.

The

migration legend was definitely lost by 1888, when James Mooney
recorded many Cherokee legends.

After speaking with tribal members,

Haywood says:
The Cherokee had an oration in which was contained
the history of their migrations, which was lengthy,
but nearly lost. It says, towns of people in
many nights encampment removed. It is very cer
tain • • • that the Cherokees came from the seacoast,
where whales and sea snakes abounded. The names
of monsters of the deep are still retained amongst
them. Their traditions say, that they came from the
rising sun, and were placed upon this land by the
divine orders of the four councils sent from above.
The memorial of their migrations had been kept
up in the former part of his mother's time, by
orations delivered at the annual festival of the
green corn dance every year.4
Haywood records another legend which conflicts with the idea of the
Cherokee advent from the Atlantic coast:

"One tradition they have

amongst them, says, they came from the west, and exterminated the
former inhabitants; and then says, they came from the upper parts of
the Ohio, where they erected mounds on Grave creek, and that they
removed hither to the country where Monticello is situated. 115

Linguis

tic research seems to uphaad the east-to-west migration; the Cherokee
language is an offshoot of Iroquois.

Various differences between the

languages must have occurred at an early time, although Mooney does not

113
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specify an exact date.

Three different dialects had developed within

the nation--the Eastern, Middle, and Western--with the main variation
being in pronunciation of the "l" and "r '.; 11

There were also other

pockets of varied pronunciation, giving Cherokee perhaps five dialects.6
As the language of the Cherokee developed, so did their consciousness
of themselves as the "real people."

They migrated to the mountain

lands, established themselves as one of the Five Civilized Tribes, and
came to be called the "cave people" by the Choctaw.

The Choctaw word

for cave or pit is choluk, a word eventually corrupted to Cherokee
through the Portuguese, the French, and finally the English.

Mooney

credits the name with an authenticity of 360 years.7
Known contact with Caucasians began in 1540, when the Spanish
explorer De Soto made the first intrusion into the country.

After

nearly thirty years, however, the Spanish were gone, and for a century
the Cherokee were alone again.

In 1654 they became known as a threat

to the English, who had "only recently concluded a long and exterminating
war with the Powhatan • • • 1 18

Then came a long succession of wars and

treaties with the English, with the French, and with the Americans.
Complicating matters, the Cherokee also had to deal with shifting
alliance between themselves and their tribal neighbors.

The white

tide could not be eternally opposed, and the Cherokee slowly lost their
beloved mountains.

However, such an enterprising people as the Cherokees

would gain something from their encounters with the whites.

Haywood

wrote "It is a tradition among the southern Indians of the United States,
that their ancestors once had a book, and that whilst they had it they
prospered exceedingly, but that the white people bought it of them and
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learned many things, whilst the Indians lost their credit, offended
the Great Spirit, and suffered greatly from neighboring nations.

the Great Spirit took pity on them and directed to this country.119
1821 the whites seemed to have the book and the country,

SG

That
By

a man named

Sequoyah moved to get the book--meaning the actual written form of
wisdom--for the Cherokee.

They thought it was important th8y they

obtain the added power of the written word.
invented and accepted.

The Cherokee syllabary was

As the printed world opened to this Indian

nation, their literacy and prestige grew:

"Simultaneously with the

decrees establishing a national press, the Cherokee Nation, in general
convention of delegates held for the purpose at New Echota on July 26,
1827, adopted a national constitution, based on the assumption of
distinct and independent nationality • • • With a constitution and
national press, a well-developed system of industries and home educa
tion, and a government administered by educated Christian men, the
Cherokee were now justly entitled to be a civilized people,1110

The

timing of Cherokee accomplishment was unfortunate; they never received
the treatment to which they were entitled.

In 1828, two events had a

tremendous negative effect on the Cherokees' cultural and historical
future.

Gold was discovered on Cherokee land in Georgia.

Georgia

voters decided that the land was worth too much to waste on unapprecia
tive Indians.

The state began proceedings to annex property,

Perhaps

this move would never have been so successful if Andrew Jackson had
not been elected president.

He had a reputation as a serious and

dedicated Indian fighter, and Georgia politicians knew he would be
inclined in their favor.

Georgia annexed Cherokee land, and Jackson,
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following popular opinion and his own prejudices, completely supported
the move. The Cherokee naturally fought this new threat to their nation.
John Ross, an.important chief, led many political battles, all useless,
on behalf of his people.

Regardless of the "educated Christian men"

other Cherokees opposed the U.S. government on theological grounds.
Mooney writes of Yonaguska, a prominent Cherokee chief:
While counselling peace and friendship with the
white man, he held always to his Indian faith and
was extremely suspicious of missionaries. On one
occasion after the first Bible translation into
the Cherokee language and alphabet, someone brought
a copy of Matthew from New Echota, but Yonaguska
would not allow it to be read to his people until
it had first been read to himself. After listening
to one or two chapters the old chief dryly remarked:
Well, it seems to be a good book--strange that the
white �eople are not better, after having had it so
long.1
Yonaguska, realizing the unity between his religion and the love for
his homeland, insisted "that the Cherokee could be happy only in the
country where nature had planted him,�12 and strongly resisted govern
ment pressure to take his land.
The battle between Georgia and the Cherokee Nation culminated
in what is briefly known as the "Removal," about which Mooney comments
"The history of this Cherokee removal of 1838, as gleaned by the author
from the lips of actors in the tragedy, may well exceed in weight of
grief and pathos any other passage in American history.

Even the much

sung exile of the Acadians fall far behind it in its sum of death and
misery. 1113

The tragic nature of the Removal needs no further comment.

During the Removal 13,000 Cherokee Indians were collected and moved
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overland from their home to what is now Oklahoma.
October of 1838 and ended in March 1839,

The trip began in

Over 4,000 Cherokee died

during the walk or in stockades and waiting camps; even "the devoted
wife of John Ross sank aown, leaving him to go on with the bitter pain
and bereavement added to heartbreak at the ruin of his nation.1114 The
remnant of the tribe found a new home in the west, and began rebuilding
their lives,
A few Indians escaped the government's sudden round-up; in September
of 1839 they numbered over 1,000.

Due to the efforts of an old man

named Tsail (Charley) and the invaluable aid of a white,t=rader, William
Holland Thomas (Yonaguska's adopted son), these refugees eventually
became "the Eastern Band."

Thomas bought the Qualla Boundary in western

North Carolina for them, and held the land until it was recognized as
a reservation.

The Eastern Band had a new life to begin also, apa�t

from their western counterparts.

But the two nations were yet united

in the same way all people of the heritage are united.

They shared

the same rituals, the same mythological idea of the past.

Even though

this religion was only a reflection of what it was before the coming
of the white man, it was a link between bands.

Mooney, however, observed

that "Unlike most Indians the Cherokee are not conservative, and even
before the Revolution had so far lost their primitive customs from
contact with the whites, the Adair, in 1775, calls them a nest of

apostate hornets who for more than 30 years had been fast degenerating,11 1 5
The Cherokee religion differed from the time of Adair (1775) to
Haywood (1823) to Mooney (1890), as a discussion of the evolution of
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the Green Corn Dance will show.

The manifest content of Cherokee

religion had degenerated by Mooney's time as customs gradually
decreased in length and complexity.

By contrast, the latent content

of the religion lasted well past 1890, and colors the philosophies of
many modern Cherokee.

These consistent beliefs are the animation of

nature as seen in the fire and water gods, and the knowledge and
acceptance of man's spiritual duality of good and evil.

From these

ideas comes the careful balance between good and evil within the
Cherokee nature and within their own personalities,

Mooney may assume

that Cherokee customs had degenerated, but the latent content lasted
long after the Removal.
BASIS OF THE RELIGION
The Cherokee religion begins with their ideas of origin Man,
the animals, and the plants are all descended from the high rank of
their ancestors,

The characters in Cherokee mytholqgy were much

superior to the present creatures.

The mythological characters�

lived in the lower world until, for some unexplained reason, they
saw fit to ascend to Galun-lati, the world-above, in which they
still exist.

The beings left behind were smaller and weaker than

the great ancestors, and took their proper places in the world.

Man

was the last to arrive; he was equal with his fellow inhabitants of
the world-below, not superior to them.

Nowhere in Cherokee mythology

is there an indication that man was a privileged creation.
part of the natural world, no greater than the animals.

He was

Man was

responsible for a just attitude toward his fellow creatures, and he
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respected them.

(An imbalance of this relationship will prove to

have unfortunate consequences, they believed).

The Cherokee religion

does not have any implications of great original sin.
and evil spirits within him.

Man had good

The good spirit kept him part of his

natural surroundings; the evil spirit created a gap between man and
This conflict was simply inherent in the Cherokee world,

his tribe.

and was dealt with on a very personal level.

In fact, most Cherokee

religioµs attitudes were colored by personal, human considerations.
So-called nature gods had very human qualities of doubt, love, and
the ability to make mistakes.

The progenitors of the world-above

could quarrel and squabble; the gods could never completely control
their fate.
related.

The Cherokee, his deities, and his world were closely

Frank Waters, in an article called "Two Views of Nature:

White and Indian, 1116 wrote of general Indian attitudes toward nature
that are broad enough to include the Cherokee.

Origin myths (in

Waters's instance, of the Hopi) provided a story of the emerging
of consciousness from the unconscious, and it was this evolution of
object-and-self-consciousness which enabled man to have distinction
from the rest of nature.

This form of Great Awakening gave the world

an objective existence and man could partake in the process of creation.
Migration myths implied, however, that his emergence of consciousness
could not set man totally free.

As the Indian man travelled to the

limits of his territory, he also travelled to the limits of his mind
and will.

He was still linked, by his religous rites, to the origin

which he shared with all life, and which kept him spiritually intact.
The land on which he lived was not part of his tangible property; it
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was his Mother Earth and it could not be owned, divided, or alienated
at will.

This mother had many other children other than man, and

all these children had equal rights to life.

The deer, the eagle,

and the thee helped supply the needs of man, but they could never be
sacrificed ruthlessly and want only.

The Cherokee always asked pardon

for killing their animals, in the belief that they would be stricken
with disease if they failed.

This synthesis of matter and spirit

is in many ways foreign to the Western way of thinking, but it conforms
with the mystery teachings of the religions and philosophies which
assert that spirit can be found in matter.

The Indians did not set

themselves apart from other physical life; to them everything was
alive to the degree in which its own consciousness is awakened,
sleeping, or dormant.
one great living whole.

The Cherokees regarded themselves as a part of
Outer physical forms of the things of nature

had inner spiritual counterparts.

Though man was free to take fleshy

forms for his own use, he was always aware that the spirits lived
as a source of physical energy which could be invoked to manifest
its benign powers for his need.

The Euro-American view of nature,

which focuses on the word "subdue" in Genesis, is quite different
from the Indian conception of the world.
FIRE AND WATER GODS IN THE GREEN CORN DANCE
The major surviving religious tradition of the Cherokees is the
Green Corn Dance, and two elemental deities of the ceremony--fire
and water--have remained consistently respectable.

The Green Corn

Dance is a ritual of renewal, a common part of the religions of all
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humanity.

The renewal is a spiritual one, and is usaally performed

at regular periods.

Eliade, in Myth and Reality, discussed rites

of renewal of California indian tribes:

"In all these examples renewal

of the World forms part of a cult complex that includes honoring the
Supreme Being, ensuring a good harvest, and the initiation of youths. 11 17
The same can generally be said for the Cherokee Green Corn Dance,
though there are differences.

The Cherokee people James Mooney knew

had no Great Spirit or any clear idea of an afterlife,18 but John
Haywood writes that before the 1800 1 s the Cherokee did have a principal
deity, and fire usually represented this deity.

Youths were not

initiated during the Green Corn Dance, but initiated warriors were
given special purification privileges.

The Green Corn Dance was a

festival of harvest, a request for a plentiful crop besides a ceremonial
purification of souls.

The Green Corn Dance seemed to embody most

of the Cherokee ideals over the years, from the time the ritual lasted
four days until if finally dwindled to one day.
The Green Corn Dance began as the harvest festival, and was a
primary ritual of the Cherokees.

Before the 1800's it was a very

important ceremony, and was performed according to set custom.

The

date probably was flexible, and chosen by the chief of the village.
Adairl comments that "The Indians formerly observed the grand festival
of the annual expiation of sin, at the beginning of the first new
moon, in chich their corn became full-eared, but for many years
past they are regulated by the season of their harvest. 11 19

The

festival began with a feast after which the participants fasted.
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The ritual of purification, conducted by "the beloved old man," or
the high priest, could then begin.

The initiated warriors, being

the most important of the clan, were first, followed by the young boys,
the women, and the young children.

Only one who had committed the

unforgivable sin--murder--could not be purified.

Then, on the third

day of the fast, the importance of fire becomes apparent in the
Cherokee ritual.

On this third day, as soon as the sun was visibly

declining on the meridian, the holy fire was brought from a hut to
begin a new flame.

The Cherokee people believed in the divine powers

of the holy fire, and the priests spoke of seeing the future in it.
Adair recorded the myth:
The Indian tradition says, that their forefathers we�e
possessed of an extraordinary divine spirit, by which
they foretold things future, and controlled the common
course of nature; and this they transmitted to their
offspring, provided they obeyed the sacred laws annexed
to it. They believed, that by the communication of the
same divine fire working on fbeir Loache, they can now
effect the like. They say it is out of the reach of Nana
Ookproo, either to comprehend, or perform such things-,-
because the beloved fire, or the holy spirit of fire, will
not co-�perate with, or actuate Hottuck Ookproose, "the
accursed people. 11 20
This power is recalled as the priest brings out the holy fire for
his people to see, and Adair continues with a further description
of the fire's abilities:
• • • he (the priest) addressed himself to the whole body
of the people, and tells them, in rapid language, with
great energy, and expressive gestures of body, to look
at the holy fire, which again has introduced all those
shameful adulterous criminals into social privileges; he
bids them not to be guilty of the like for time to come,
but be sure to remember well, and strongly shake hands
with the old beloved straight speech, otherwise the divine
fire, which sees, hears, and knows them, and will spoil
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them exceedingly, if at any time they relapse, and commit
that detestable crime. Then he enumerates all the sup
posed lesser crimes, and moves the audience by the fear
of temporal evil, assuring them, that upon their careful
observance of ancient law, the holy fire will enable their
prophets, the rain-makers, to procure them plentiful har
vests, and give their war-leaders victory over their
enemies--and by the communicative power of their holy
things, health and prosperity are certain • • , 21
In this passage Adair shows the all-encompassing power of the holy
fire, the fire that was brought to earth by the Thunder Boys (the
sons of the god of the sky, Red Man), and the same fire that the
Cherokee say burns eternally beneath the earth today.
of fire had the usual qualities of divinity.

The holy spirit

It forgave sins, it gave

these people hope of good harvest, and even afforded the chiefs victory
in battle.

The holy spirit of fire also acted as a moral enforcement.

As the people gazed into the holy fire, they blocked out the discor
dances that could cause friction in the tribe.

They had a new chance

for the unity that was so important to their survival.

The priest, as

a prophet of the fire, could create the peace within the clan, without
a loss of individual pride among its members.

Pride would not interfere

with a forgiveness decreed by the holy spirit; the fire provided a safe
guard against the threat human folly posed to tribal unity.
The next important element in Cherokee theology is water.

By

Mooney's time water had virtually overtaken fire in dominance as an
elemental deity, possibly because agricultural success became as impor
tant to Cherokee survival as successful hunting.

"The hunter prays to

fire; but every important ceremony--whether connected with medicine,
love, hunting, or ball play--contains a prayer to 'Long Person,' the

16

formulistic name for water, or, more, strictly speaking, for the
river." 22

After the fire ceremony, the Cherokee turned to water for

the incurrence of their purification.

First, they painted themselves

with white clay; white was the color of the South and denoted peace
and happiness.

(The color of the East was red, which meant success;

blue was the color of the North, and meant defeat.
to the West and to death.)

Black belonged

Then the tribe, with the chieftains and

warriors first, followed the beloved old man to a stream.

They all

entered together, and "Having purified themselves, or washed away
their sins, they come out with joyful hearts, believing themselves
out of reach of temporal evil, for their past vicious conducts

1123

Before they ever heard of Christianity, the Cherokee found their way
to peace and unity of the individual and tribal spirit.

Adair

concludes with "They observe the same storied law of purity, in their
method of sanctifying themselves for war, in order to obtain divine
.
•
protection, assistance
and success. 1124
Adair records other examples of Cherokee use of fire and water.
He was especially impressed with the daily practice of "going to water."
At every dawn, regardless of weather, all the people of a village went
to a stream and bathed themselves. This was done for spiritual renewal
25
as well as physical awakening.
The Cherokee of Adair's time religiously practiced the rites that Eliade calls "return to the origin,
a new birth, which is not a repetition of the primeval first birth,
but is a mystical rebirth, spiritual in nature.1126

The Cherokee were

still aware in 1775 of their heritage, and how important it was to
their actual survival as a nation.

The Indians took two of the dominant
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forces of nature, fire and water, and made them objects of power.
They fixed their hope of existence on these objects, believing that
the Cherokee could be as eternal as the deities themselves.
It was important that the common people and shamans alike could
be familiar with the powers of the fire and water gods.

The famil

iarity differed in degree, since the shamans kaew the secrets of
obtaining maximum power from the gods, but fire and water also figured
in the daily lives of the people.

These deities were constantly

before the laymen, and the people were always reminded of their
relationship with the supernatural.

If the religion degenerated, it

was the fault of the common people as well as of the religious hier
archy.

In Mooney's time the Indians spoke of the time when "the ole
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religion was neglected and trouble came to the Nation. 11

When the

Cherokee lost some of their consciousness of a mythic past, they lost
something of their consciousness of themselves as a people.
According to John Haywood, the harvest festival became the Green
Corn Dance, between 1775 and 1818, and the Cherokee seemed to have a
new stronger sense of a major spiritual deity.

Mooney speaks of references to the

due to the white influence.)

Asgaya Gigagei, the Red Man of Lightning.
above the sky vault.

(This could have been

Red Man lives in the east,

He dresses in the lightning and rainbow, and he

is named Red Man because that is the brightest color of his dress.
•

•
•
h and success.
.
of power, triump
he was the spirit
Mooney I s time,

28

In
The

powers of the Great Spirit, whether or not he was an ancestor of Red
Man, were more important in the Green Corn Dance than they were in the
former harvest festival.

The success of the corn crop directly reflected
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the Great Spirit's pleasure with the people.

He would not give good

corn if the people did not ask forgiveness for being false, cowardly,

or for lying, stealing, or cheating,29 and the Green Corn Dance was
necessary for this forgiveness.

Haywood describes how it was done

before 1810:
The green corn dance is an annual feast of Thanksgiving
• . • Here it is that all injuries are forgiven, which
have been done to one another. Vengeance and cruelty
are forgotten in a sacrifice made to friendship. No one
who has been guilty of unpardonable offenses, can be
partaker of this feast; and all who are permitted to
partake of it, must be forgiven, no matter what may be
the nature of the offense. This feast consigns to
oblivion and extinguishes all vengeance, and for ever
banishes from the mind all sentiments of displeasure,
which before separated them from a close and friendly
intercourse with each other.30
This is not the dark ritual of the prideful, war-loving Cherokee,
but a generous ceremony of those described by Adair as "frank,
.
1131
.
. dustrious.
sincere
and in

Though Haywood does not say, undoubt-

edly the rites of purification were much the same as those described
by Adair.

Haywood, in fact, used much of Adair's text.

The major

differences between the harvest festival ceremony described by Adair
and the Green Corn ceremony described by Haywood is the appearance of
the new spiritual deity, who supposedly supplemented the strength of
the holy spirit of fire and Long Person. Perhaps the Cherokee, due
to the admonitions of Christian missionaries, felt an insecurity with
the powers of their elemental gods.

Or being a mutable people, perhaps

they decided that a new focus for worship might be a refreshing change.
And too, there could have been some natural occurrence that made the
Cherokee think that one such as Red Man had become a major deity
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instead of a lesser one.

The reasons for the Great Spirit's sudden

rise is uncertain, just as uncertain as the causes for his sudden
decline. With an arbitrary division at 1810, Haywood writes that
after this time until 1823, the Great Spirit had disintergrated into
two spirits--one of good and the other of evil, and they fought for
rule of man's soul.

Man himself was the deciding factor, and his

deeds determined what sort of afterlife he had.

Though Haywood says

only that water in this period was used in the ritual of cleansing,
he does write of "the opinion of the half-breed of the Cherokee" on
the spirit of fire:

r'The practice yet prevails, he says, of preparing

new fire for every spring, for sacrifice of the growth of corn and
beans.

There fires they consider the agents of the great fire above.11 32

The Green Corn Festival had dwindled by this time from four days in
length to one night, and was obviously only a vestige of the pageantry
it had been.

Even the beloved old men had fallen in rank; they were

no longer priests, but conjurers.

The village in which the priest had

lived was destroyed "in consequence of misconduct of one of the priests. 11
The medicine men, or conjurers, of Haywood's time could not say what
this misconduct was, but along with the priesthood vanished the
staunchest guardians of the sacred traditions of the old Cherokee.
The conjurers, though they were respected as medicine men and hoarders
of secret knowledge, never gained the veneration of spirit that the
priests apparently had.

But the Cherokee, even with their liberal

attitude toward religious custom, still had their remnants of myth
and ritual, and the conjurers became the principal men of the Real
People. The intensity of the holy spirit of fire and the purity of
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Long Person gave the Cherokee some vision of their origin, some
reminder (vague as it came to be) of themselves as offspring of the
great progenitors.

Eliade says "Myth, in itself, is not a guarantee

of 'goodness' or morality.

Its funtion is to reveal models and, in

so doing, to give a meaning to the World and to human life • • • It
is through myth .
slowly dawn.

that the ideas of reality, value transcendence

Through myth, the World can be apprehended as a perfectly

articulate, intelligible, and significant Cosmos. 11
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One of the members

of the old priesthood corrupted the model of the unified world, and
so the whole clan was punished for breaking trust.

The conjurers then

took over the task of providing the contact with the Cosmos.
Fifteen years after Haywood wrote "of their Hebraic Rites, 11 35 the
Cherokee would face the most severe test of their comprehension of unity.
In 1838 there came the Removal when the tribe was split, and when they
were denied the right to practice their beliefs for a period of many
months.

Government edict made no distinction between aged conjurer and

uninitiated youths, and the physical order of Cherokee religion was
thrown into turmoil.

There would be no opportunity to hold even the

limited version of the Green Corn Dance, and if Long Person were
worshiped, it had to be done beside and in strange rivers.

All the

people of the Cherokee Nation found themselves suddenly faced with the
prospect of leaving the whole of their familiar existence.

The fact

that many protested with Yonaguska that the Cherokee could only be
content in his natural territory made no difference.

Had it not been

for the persistence of a few determined men (already mentioned) the
Cherokee would have been completely cut off from their mountain homeland.
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But some escaped the Removal and hid in the Carolina mountains.

They

survived the Civil War, small pox and government apathy to win rights
to a reservation, becoming the Eastern Band of the Cherokee Nation,
or, as Mooney calls them, "the remnant which still clings to the woods
36
and waters of the old home country."
James Mooney went to live with these people for two years, and
through long talks with the old conjurers and medicine men, he collected an extensive Cherokee mythology, collected in Myths of the Cherokee
and Sacred Formulas of the Cherokee.

He comments "The older people

still cling to their ancient rites and sacred traditions, but the dance
and the ballplay wither and the Indian day is nearly spent. 11
Person and Ancient Red One, however, remained.
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Long

The Cherokee still

believed in purification rites, and trusted the conjurers more than
they did white doctors, although Mooney continues "The secret organi
zation that must have existed among the priesthood have • • • disappeared,
and each man now works independently according to his individual gifts
and knowledge."
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The old traditions maintained respect; sacred myths

could be told only when accompanied by proper purification and prayer.39

Mooney believed that "contact with the white race seems to have pro
duced very little impression on the tribal mythology, and not more
than three or four stories current among the Cherokee can be assigned
to a Caucasian source, 11

40

although myths could have originated with

other Indian tribes, such as historical tales from the Iroguois and
mystical ones from the Shawano.
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MYTH AND MYTH-KEEPERS
Ayunini, the conjurer whose English name was Swimmer, was the
source of three-fourths of Mooney's collection.

He was born around

1835, and was instructed by masters to be a "priest, doctor and
41
.
Swimmer was a prominent figure of the band
keeper of tradition."
and his presence and assistance was necessary at Green Corn Dance,
ball play, or any tribal function.

He also enjoyed his native lan

guage and grammatical system, and recorded songs and formulas in the
Cherokee alphabet.

Swimmer died, still holding to his moccasin and

turban in March of 1899, to which Mooney responds "Peace to his ashes
and sorrow for his going, for with him perished half the tradition of
a people.11 4 2

Swimmer learned his craft like any conjurer:

When • • • old men were boys, now some eighty years ago,
the myth-keepers and priests were accustomed to meet
together at night in the asi, or low built long sleeping
house, to recite the traditions and discuss their secret
knowledge. At times those who desired instruction from
an adept in the sacred lore of the tribe met him by appoint
ment in the asi, where they sat up all night talking, with
only the light of a small fire burning in the middle of
the floor. At daybreak the whole party went down to the
running stream, where the pupils or hearers of the myths
stripped themselves, and were scratched upon their naked
skin with a bone-tooth comb in the hands of the priest,
after which they waded out, facing the rising sun, and dipped
seven times under the water, while the priest recited
prayers on the bank. This purifactory rite • • • is also
a part of the ceremonial of the ballplay, the Green-corn
dance, and in fact, every important ritual performance.43
Thus far the prominence of fire and water had, with the Cherokee,
survived Removal, war, disease, and apathy.
day was nearly gone, not completely.)

(Mooney said the Indian

Men like Swimmer still knew the

power of fire, and were also aware of how it came to this world.

The

shamans considered the knowing of the origin of fire to be as important
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as the knowing of its power.

In a discussion of origin myths and

their importance to primitive societies, Eliade writes "the 'story'
narrated by the myth constitutes a knowledge which is esoteric • • •
because the 'knowledge' is accompanied by a magico-religious power.
For knowing the origin of an object . • . is equivalent to acquiring
a magical power over them by which they can be controlled, multiplied,
or reproduced at will.1144

In his origin of fire myth, Swimmer said

the fire came from the Thunders--they "sent lightning and put fire

into the bottom of a hollow sycamore tree which grew on an island.11 4 5
It was the animals, though, and not man who first knew of the fire
and who devised a way to reach it. Man has no reason to take credit
for obtaining fire.

He was not a privileged creation that must have

first possession of it; the animals have as much right to the gods'
gifts as man does.

The animals are of the natural world, and they

receive the same advantages as man.

The animals also work together to

obtain the fire, which shows the solidarity the Cherokee valued among
their own clans.

The Raven, Screech-owl, Hooting Owl and Horned Owl,

the black racer and the great black snake all tried unsuccessfully to
reach the tree and bring the fire to land.

The Water Spider (with

black downy hair and red stripes on her body� 46 ) finally volunteered
to go, and she brought back a coal in her tusti bowl, "and ever since
we have had fire, and the Water Spider still keeps her tusti bow1.11 47

The Thunders are the two sons of the afore-mentioned Red Man, evidence
of the inter-relationship of Cherokee deities.

Red Man, along with

Ancient Red and Ancient White (referring to fire) are called upon in
Cherokee sacred formulas, and they participate in formulas of medicine,
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hunting, love, and war.

The older people of Mooney's day remembered

when the fire ceremony of the Green Corn Dance was important, and how
the fire keeper carefully tended the fire in a special townhouse on a
mound.

The people recalled that "just before the Green-Corn dance,

in the old times, every fire in the settlement was extinguished and
all the people came and got new fire from the townhouse.

This was
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called atsi'la galunkw'ti'yu, 'the honored sacred fire 1 • 11

In his

"Notes and Parallels," Mooney comments that "All the older East Cherokee
believe that the fire still burns within the mounds at Franklin and
Bryson City .

II
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and tobacco was appreciated as "fire to hold in

the mouth.1150
The young Indians of 1 8 88 remembered and appreciated the fiery
spirits, but still the Eastern Bank invoked the living spirits of
water--Long Person and the Thunders--as often, if not more than, the
spirit of fire.

The Cherokee had no specific origin for water.

They

said in the myth of "how the world was made" that the earth is an
island floating in water, and when the earth grows old it will sink
51
_
in the ocean and "all will be water aga-in."
The rite of going to
water was important in Cherokee tradition.

Mooney explained that the

ceremonial purification by water or sweat baths, appropriately combined
with prayer and fasting, was common among the tribe as a preliminary to
every important event.

Among the Cherokee, going to water preceded ball

play and the Green Corn Dance, and it was important in ritual of long
life, wooing a woman, recovering from an illness, and insuring prosperity for the family at each return of the new moon.
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Thus one of

the most prominent medico-religious ceremonies was that of going to
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water, and it was important that the Indians bathe in a running stream.
The details of the different ceremonies were varied, but always the
shaman and client both fasted the previous evening, and the ceremony
was performed at daybreak.

The client usually went under water four

or seven times (these numbers appear consistently in Cherokee religion),
but in some instances it was permissible to pour water from the hand
over the head and chest. While the client was in the water the con
jurer performed on the bank; he drew omens from the motion of beads
between his finger and thumb, or from the fish in the stream.

The

latter part of autumn was considered the best season for this rite,
because the leaves in the stream supposedly imparted their medicinal
properties to the water.

Though these customs were dying in Mooney's

time, the ceremony was never neglected at ball play, and many families
insisted on its performance at the time of eating new corn, at the new
moon, or any other special occasion, even if it meant breaking ice in
the stream to do it.

The older people of the Eastern Band attributed
53
'
. tri'b e to the neg1ect of these rites.
the many troub les of th eir
The Thunders are the water deities next in importance to Long
Person, and naturally they are connected with rain and waterfalls.
James Mooney explains that "The Cherokee name for Thunder, Ani
Hyun'tikwala'ski, is an animate plural form and signifies literally
'the Thunderers,' or 'they who make the thunder.'

The great Thunderers

are Kanti and his sons, but inferior thunder spirits people all the
cliffs and mountains, and more particularly the great waterfall, such
as Tallulah, whose never-ceasing roar is believed to be the voice of
the Thunders speaking to such as can understand. 1154 The Thunder
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spirits like to live under cataracts, and the Tallulah Falls is the
largest in Cherokee territory�

The Great Thunder has already been

described as living above the sky vault with his two sons, and they
were definitely benevolent spirits.
the Nunnehi,

11

Other helpful water spirits were

the people who live anywhere," who can be equated with

the Greeks nymphs or English fairies.

They lived in the woods, cliffs,

and mountains, besides in the water, and were usually benevolent and
kindly when left undisturbed.

Often they were mischievous, however, and

in rare cases could be revengeful and malicious.
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There are legends

of some Indians having gone to live with the Nunnehi under the water,
and the Cherokee do not forget them.

It is said that "when the Cherokee

were removed to the West one of the greatest regrets of those along
the Hiwasse and Valley rivers was that they were compelled to leave
behind forever theiI' I'elatives who had gone to the Nunnehi.11 56
The Cherokee had an Enchanted Lake that was also invisible, called
Atagahi, "Gall Place."

It was supposedly west of the headwaters of

the Oconaluftee Rivel', in the wildest depths of the Smokey Mountains.
The Cherokee knew the lake was there, but the way was so rough that
only the animals knew how to reach it. This lake's water was medicine
for wounded animals, who weI'e healed afteI' they swam through it.

Fol'
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this I'eason, said the Cherokee, the lake was invisible to the hunter.
Since the animals were traditionally on the same level as humans, it
was only proper that they should have their own healing waters.

If

water could bring spiritual wholesomeness to an Indian, it could
certainly help a wounded animal in a physical fashion.

The Indians

also said that man would find only a dry flat in place of the lake,
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unless he were willing to sharpen his spiritual vision by prayer
and fasting and all-night vigil, which implies that in this instance
at least, the animal had a clearer spiritual vision than man. Perhaps
the Cherokee considered the animals closer to their origins than man
himself was.

The myth of the Enchanted Lake is another.example of the

perpetual balance between man and the other inhabitants of the forest.
Every action had a counter-action in the balanced Cherokee world.

If

the hunter wounded the animal, then the animal had a place of refuge
and security.

An incompetent hunter could lose his prey in the Enchanted

Lake, so he had to be skillful to compete with the animals.

The legend

of the Enchanted Lake positively reinforced the give-and-take relation
ship between man and the animals.
The duality of nature is reflected in the evil counterparts the
Cherokee had for their good water spirits.

Again the Cherokee world

balances itself, as does man's nature. Man has good and evil within
himself, and so do the Cherokees' natural deities.

The evil water

spirits were the minor Thunders who not always held the best intentions
for man; the Cherokee say "• . . these others are always plotting
mischief."
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One of these groups was "a !'>ace of cannibal spirits, who

stay at the bottom of the deep rivers and live on human flesh, especially
that of little children. 11
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These cannibals did not get drowning

victims, but they came out after dawn and went from house to house
looking for one still asleep.

Late sleepers died by invisible arrows,

and the cannibals took them down under the water to feast on them. An
exact image remained in place of the victim that carried on just as the
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original did, except that in seven days the image withered away and
died.

The people buried the image, thinking they were burying their

fr.iend. 60

The Cherokee also have the virtually universal story of the Deluge.
The legend recorded by Mooney says that a man was warned by a talking
dog, and he and his family were the only survivors of the flood.

Going

back to the early lBOO's, Haywood writes in general of the Indians of
North Carolina:
They hold a great festival, at which they give a tradi
tional relation of what happened amongst them for many
ages past, to their young man; having no other method of
recording what their ancestors have done; and which are
known by traditions from fathers to son, and by their
hieroglyphics. Some of them said, that they were des
cended from an old man, who came hither in a boat, which
they called a canoe. They cannot determine whether this
were after or before the great deluge. In general, the
memory is preserved amongst them of a deluge; but whether
to be understood of a universal deluge, or of the inunda- 61
tion of some particular province • . • will not determine.
The myth seems to have none of the moral implications of its Christian
counterpart; the Indians did not give a reason for the phenomenon.
was enough for them that it happened.
the idea of original sin.

It

Again Cherokee theology lacks

The duality of souls shows that the Cherokees

recognized the evil within themselves.

They explained and understood

this evil, and therefore they could accept it without a crippling sense
of guilt or remorse.

In the works of many western writers characters

are paralyzed by guilt and regret.

William Faulkner's Quentin Compson

is a perfect example of a man who cannot see the redeeming goodness in
his life because of his obsession with the evil in it.

Quentin eventu

ally allows his inability for self-forgiveness to kill him, using the
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same element--water--for destruction as the Cherokee uses for purifi
cation. The Indians assumed that their own goodness was redemption
enough for their evil, and they were also assured forgiveness from the
holy spirit of fire. The conflict of man's souls was only a part of
the whole conflict of nature, and it was no cause for regret.

Man,

however, did have a personal, individual responsibility for seeking
out the benevolent spirits, without fearing the malevolent ones. The
choice reminded man of his own will. The Cherokee saw a balance with
in his own soul, and the origin myth of disease shows how he saw the
same balance in the inter-relationship of man, the animals, and plants.
The myth also shows what happened when the balance was upset.
Origin of Disease and Medicine
In the old days the beasts, birds, fishes, insects, and
plants could all talk, and they and the people lived together
in peace and friendship. But as time went on the people
increased so rapidly that their settlements spread over the
whole earth, and the poor animals found themselves beginning
to be cramped for room. This was bad enough, but to make it
worse Man invented bows, knives, blowguns, spears, and hooks,
and began to slaughter the larger animals, birds, and fishes
for their flesh or their skins, while the smaller creatures,
such as the frogs and worms, were crushed and trodden upon
w.ithout thought, out of pure carelessness and contempt. So
the animals resolved to consult upon measures for their com
mon safety . • •
They began then to devise and name so many new diseases,
one after another, that had not their invention at last failed
them, no one of the human race would have been able to survive.
The Grubworm grew constantly more pleased as the name of each
disease was called off, until • • • he rose up in his place
and cried: 11 Wadan!" (Thanks!) I'm glad some more of them
will die, for they are getting so thick that they tread on
me." The thought fairly made him shake with joy, so that he
fell over backward and could not get on his feet again, but
had to wiggle off on his back, as the Grubworm has done ever
since.
When the Plants, who were friendly to Man, heard what
had been done by the animals, they determined to defeat the
latters' evil designs. Each Tree, Shrub, and Herb, down even
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to the Grasses and Mosses said: "I shall appear to help Man
when he calls upon me in his need." Thus came medicine; and
the plants, every one of which has its use if we only knew
tt, furnish the remedy to counteract the evil wrought by the
revengeful animals. Even weeds were made for some good pur
pose, which we must find out for ourselves. When the doctor
does not know what medicine to use for a sick man the spirit
of the plant tells him.62
In the myth man disrupted the balance between himself and the animals
by abusing his numerical superiority over them.

The animals countered

with disease, and the disease could be controlled with knowledge.
Again, it was man's responsibility to find the good in the world
around him, and this search for goodness restored the balance in the
natural world.

Neither man or the animals could gain superiority;

they remained equal.
SACRED F0RMULAS
In Cherokee sacred formulas the use of elemental deities of the
Cherokee and the place they hold in these formulas are more evidence
of the unity between man and nature.
Cherokee self-image.

The formulas also reflect the

Swimmer, the prominent conjurer already mentioned,

recorded his formulas in his own language, and guarded his book with the
pride that any craftsman has of his tools.

He willingly gave his book

to James Mooney, and the Swimmer Manuscript is now in the possession
of the Bureau of American Ethnology.

Mooney himself wrote of the

immense value of the Swimmer Manuscript:

"It is impossible to over

estimate the ethnologic importance of the materials thus obtained.

They

are invaluable as the genuine production of the Indian mind, setting
forth in the clearest light the state of the aboriginal religion before
its contamination by contact with the whites. 11 63 An example of this is
a particularly appropriate hunting formula that combines pleas to the
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fire and water gods, plus a beautiful simplicity and clarity of style.
The detailed explanation comes from the Swimmer himself--but the
formula would be memorable without it:
Concerning Hunting
Give me the wind. Give me the breeze. Yu! 0 Great
Terrestrial Hunter, I come to the edge of your spittle
where you repose. Let your stomach cover itself; let it
be covered with leaves. Let it cover itself at a single
bend, and may you never be satisfied.
And you, O Ancient Red, may you ho�er above my breast
while I sleep. Now let good(dreams?) develop; let my
experiences be propitious. Ha! Now let my little trails
be directed, as they lie down in various directions(?).
Let the leaves be covered with clotted blood, and may it
never cease to be so. You two(the Water and the Fire)
shall bury it in your stomachs. Yu!64
This hunting formula is addressed to the two great gods of the hunter,
Water and Fire.

The evening before the morning of beginning his hunt,

the hunter goes to water, and recites the proper prayer.

He sets out

in the morning, maintaining a fast, and journeys without food or
drink until nightfall.

At sunset the hunter again goes to water,

and again recites the formula during the ceremony.
builds a campfire and eats supper.

After this he

He then rubs his breast with

ashes from the fire, and lies down for the night.

The following

morning he begins his actual search for game.
"Give me the wind" is the usual wish of the hunter, that the wind
may be in his favor so the game cannot scent him.

In the original

manuscript the word meaning Great Terrestrial Hunter is Ela-Kanati.
In this instance ela denotes earth arld Kanati is the word used to
signify a successful hunter.

One of the origin myths says the great

Kanati once kept all the game shut up in his underground caverns; he
now lives above the sky and frequently hears hunters' prayers.

The
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Raven is also addressed as Kanati in some hunting formulas.

Ela-Kanati,

the Great Terrestrial Hunter (as distinguished from Kanati and the
Raven), signifies the river.

The name is a reference to the manner

in which tiny streams and rivulets seek out and carry leaves and
debris from the mountain woodlands down to the great river.

This

river is always addressed as Long Person in formulas for love, medi
cine, and ball play.
the edge of the water.

"Spittle" in the formula refers to the foam at
"Let your stomach be covered with leaves" asks

that the blood stained leaves where the stricken game will fall be so
numerous that they cover the surface of the water.

The hunter also

prays that enough game may be found at a single bend in the river to
fulfill this request, so it will be unnecessary to search throughout
the whole forest.

He asks that the river never be satisfied, but

continually longing for more,
ideas.

The second paragraph repeats the same

The river feeds on the blood the hunter washes from game; in

the same ways he feeds the fire, referred to as "Ancient Red," with
meat cut from the tongue of a deer.

The prayer that the fire will

hover above his breast while he sleeps and bring him favorable dreams
refers to the rubbing of the breast with ashes from the campfire before
lying down for the night.

This encourages the fire to bring him dream

omens of success on the next morning.

Fire can be addressed as the

Ancient White or the Ancient Red; the allusion of the first is to the
light or the ashes of the fire, the second is to the color of glowing
ambers.

"You two shall bury it in your stomachs forever" refers to

the bloodstained leaves and the piece of meat which the hunter casts
.
•
.
respectively
into
the river
and the f'ire, 65

From the clear, specific
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explanation it is apparent that Swimmer, that venerable old shaman,
not only knew his formulas, but knew precisely what they meant.

They

represented many aspects of his religion--desire for purity, the need
for the fire's intensity, and the beneficient union with nature.
In 1943 William H. Gilbert, Jr. wrote that the prayers of the
Cherokee bear important functional relations to parts of social organi
"The elementary principles of opposition, reciprocity, and
66
.
.
. the wording
.
solidarity appear constantly in
of the formulas."
He
zation.

explains the opposition in the formulas as between conjurer and client,
between man and nature, and between living and dying.

Reciprocity is

the exchange of one thing for another; solidarity is the union with
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beneficient spiritual forces and with desired objects.

Gilbert

began an important criticism here, but he left too many generalities.
The opposition in the Cherokee formulas was hardly between the conjurer
and the client or man and nature, and conflicts between life and death
differed.

The conjurer was an honored man who was respected, even

if somewhat feared, by his people.

They went to him for help; the

only thing a conjurer like Swiunner opposed was his client's problem.
The sacred formulas also show the unity between man and nature.

The

fire and the river are symbols of helpful union--they join man with
the beneficient spiritual world, and assert his position as one worthy
of their assistance.

The highly symbolic tone is established imme

diately in the hunting formula by the personification of the river,
and the repetitive calls to the river and the fire reinforces the
seriousness and intensity of the formula.

The consequences of the

hunt are pictures in ways pleasing to the river and the fire; their
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assistance is repaid by the hunter's sacrifice.
success that the deities may be fed.

It is through man's

The spiritual, abstract qualities

of the divinities may be better understood by man through nis recip
rocal relationship with the nature gods themselves.

Their acceptance

of his sacrifices and even the colors by which he calls them aid in
this understanding.

Red and white, the dominent colors of the formula,

are the chromatic representations of success arld happiness, the things
for which the hunter asks.
The opposition between life and death is obvious in a hunting
formula, but it must be emphasized that this opposition is resolved
by the Cherokee distinction between physical and spiritual death.

The

hunter is not attacking the spiritual right of anim�ls ·to live; he
bears no real malice or jealousy toward the animal as another inhabi
tant of his land.
needs of the clan.

He asks for the animal's body to satisfy the physical
He does not prey for the wasting away of the ani

mal's soul, and always asks forgiveness for the kill from the animal's
spirit.

In this instance, "man is not differentiated from nonman or

life from death
The Cherokee Formula to Destroy Life has other connotations.
It is an explicit representation of how the Cherokees see death--it
invokes a direct attack on the soul of an enemy:
"Listen! Now I have come to step over your soul. you are
the ___ clan. Your name is ___ Your spittle I have
put to rest under the earth. Your soul I have put at rest
under the earth. I have come to cover you with the black
cloth. I have come to cover you with the black slabs,
never to reappear. Toward the black coffin of the upland
in the Darkening Land your paths shall stretch out. So
shall it be for you. The clay of the upland has come to
cover you. (?) Instantly the black clay has lodged there
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where it is at rest at the black houses in the Darkening
Land. With the black coffin and with the black slabs I
have come to cover you. Now your soul has faded away. It
has become blue. When darkness comes your spirit shall grow
less and dwindle away, never to reappear. Listen!1169
The meaning of the formulas itself is clear, though the ceremony
accompanying it is quite complicated.
ultimate assault; it means final death.

The assault on the soul is the
The colors used in the formula

are black, the color of death, and blue, the color of defeat and
trouble; the reason for using them are self-explanatory.

There is no

place for the use of red and white in the formula; the purification
powers of water and life-giving intensity of fire cannot be used in
a formula of death.

The only natural objects invoked are the black

clay and the black slabs--the inanimate part of nature.

There is no

real opposition with nature, but neither is there any union with its
vital spirits.

The client has to depend on the shaman's dark powers.

The shaman can take control of a man's soul by secretly following
him until he spits.

The shaman then puts the mud made from the spittle

in a tube with wild parsnip, a pulp made from earthworms arld with wood
from a tree once struck by lightning.

The spittle, a form of man's

physical being, therefore becomes representative of his soul.

Through

•
• 1 part o f man the shaman b eings
t h.is physica
1 d estruction.
. '
ab out spiritua
'

The opposition between life and death is never so clearly defined as
it is in this formula, and solidarity between man and nature is almost
completely denied.

If the shaman deems it necessary he will call on

Long Person to protect his client, but neither water or fire can be
used to harm the victim.

The powers of beneficial, unifying deities

are useless in a formula for destroying life.

The client is in a
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sense aliena�ed from the human family while he is destroying one of
its members, even though in the hunting formula he reaffirms his place
in the natural world by seeking food for his family and clan.

The

formula for destroying spiritual life shows the dark side of the Cherokee
religion; it represents the antithesis of all the Cherokees believed
to be positive.

The formula exemplifies much opposition, little soli

darity, and the reciprocity is judged by totally selfish values--a
trait rarely found among the generous Cherokees.

This kind of dark

knowledge is potentially destructive to the whole tribe.

With it the

shaman "goes to knowledge as he goes to war, wide awake, with fear,
with respect, and with absolute assurance.
to war in any other manner is a mistake. 1171

Going to knowledge or going
Neither Long Person nor

the Holy Spirit of Fire are available to guide the shaman in this case;
the purity and vitality they represent are actually being denied.

But

the formula to destroy life and the formula concerning hunting both
belong to the Cherokee religion, and the religion necessarily serves
the needs of the people.

Again the dual natures become evident.

Evil

in man's life is inevitable, and man needs to have some structured
outlet for his malevolent tendencies.

If one Cherokee killed another

he would have committed an unforgivable violation against the tribe,
but if he appealled to the shaman for the formula to destroy life he
could not be held accountable for murder.

In this way the dark know

ledge of the shamans becomes constructive instead of simply poten
tially dangerous.

It negates the need for actual murder in the tribe,

and still eases the emotion and psychological burden of its members.
It should also be noted that the victim has seven nights, which can
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mean days or years, in which to die, so even the shaman is relieved of
embarrassment should the victim live.

EVOLUTION OF RELIGION
The significance and relevance of the inherited religion was cer
tainly not wasted on conjurers such as Swimmer, even though he may
have been one of the final strongholds of what Adair or Haywood might
call the Cherokees' "aborignal condition."

Mooney admitted that within

another one or two generations of Swimmer's time the prophets of the
old religion would be without honor among their people, but in the late
nineteenth century they still had considerable influence in Cherokee
country, and the people still respected their knowledge of the formulas.
Mooney writes of religion in general:
The formulas contained in these manuscripts are not dis
jointed fragments of a system long since extinct, but are
the revelation of a living faith which still has its priests
and devoted adherents, and it is only necessary to witness'
a ceremonial ball play, with its fasting, its going to
water, and its mystic bead manipulation, to understand how
strong is the hold which the old faith yet has upon the
minds of even the youngest generation. The numerous
archaic and figurative expressions used require the inter
pretation of the priests, but, as before stated, the
alphabet in which they a7� written is that in daily use
among the common people.
Mooney was right in his predictions of the fate of the prophets.
Conjurers are now without honor among their people.

The only one

presently residing on the Qaalla Boundary is Doc Sequoyah, the aged
son of an old medicine woman named Molly Runningwolf.

The general atti

tude of people in Cherokee towards Doc Sequoyah is one of tolerant
amusement.

Birdie Sixkiller, a retired schoolteacher and resident of

the Qualla Boundary, admits that Doc Sequoyah's faithful patients range
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all over the South, but she added that when the old conjurer himself
gets sick he goes to the hospital for treatment.

Apparently even Doc

Sequoyah realizes his own limitations.
If the faith in the remedies has passed, the implications and
influence of the old Cherokee religion still remain.

Most of the

Cherokee now living on the Qualla Boundary are brought up in the Chris
tian tradition, as were their fathers, and in many cases, their grand
fathers.

The Green Corn Dance has given way to the ceremony of

Communion, and the Holy Spirit of Fire is now the Holy Spirit.

However,

the Cherokees, especially the older ones, still seem to have the
Indian view of nature.

The importance of fire has dwindled, which

could be expected with the decline of the Green Corn Dance.

Water is

no longer the agent of purification it once was, but the Cherokee believe
in the living spirits of the former Long Person, and of living nature
in general.

Frell Owl, a Dartmouth-educated leader of the Cherokee

community, verbally verified what Frank Waters has written on the
Indian attitude toward nature.

In October of 1974 Mr. Owl stated that

life is the basis of the Cherokee religion; life is in everything.· The
idea that a cut tree will bleed, for example, is a common belief among
the tribe,

The reappearance of the Great Father is important, of

course, in the religion Mr. Owl remembers, as is the dual nature of
man.

The Cherokee believe there are two of everything because the

Great Father breathed into man through one nostril at a time before
life could begin, and this also accounts for the two spirits of man.
One spirit urges him to do what is good, and the other spirit urges
him to do what is evil.

The ultimate responsibility for decision falls
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on man himself.

The way a man lives and his habitual conduct deter

mine which direction his life will take.

Mr. Owl remembered being

reprimanded as a boy by an old man, and the old man warned him about
the necessity of a boy making the right choices in order to grow into
a good man.

The young Cherokee contemporaries of Mr. Owl's youth were

expected to know the dirference between right and wrong, and to act
accordingly.

Today the spirits still de�ermine what a man is.

Mr. Owl also recalled a pagan settlement which once existed on
the Qualla Reservation.

These Cherokee clung to the old beliefs, and

wanted no outside interference, from missionaries or otherwise.

They

could not understand the inconsistencies in the white man's religion,
and the contradictions between white beliefs and actions.

Neither did

they understand why the whites met once a week in a church; to the
Cherokee the Father was with them always.
Mary Chiltoskey, another prominent member of the Cherokee commun
ity, also spoke of the Cherokee conception of the Great Father.

Mrs.

Chiltoskey explained that the Cherokee God, like their old pre-Christian
Great Spirit, is a very personal one, and so He was given very human
qualities by newly-Christianized Indians.

The Cherokee God could make

mistakes, he could become frustrated, and he could be angry or pleased.
Mrs. Chiltoskey recited a recently evolved creation myth that attributes
God with having to try three times to make the perfect man (i.e., the
Cherokee, as opposed to the white or black man).

She added that God

placed the perfect man in the perfect location--the southern Appalachian
Mountains.
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Of the many stories Mrs. Chiltoskey had to narrate, one of the
most interesting embodied the Cherokee idea of an animated nature.
Mrs. Chiltoskey knew of a family who, after years of going directly
to the streams to bathe, finally had water buckets in the home.

One

of the younger girls was particularly glad to have the buckets.

I±

meant that she could fetch water at night to have for her morning
bath; she would no longer have to dip in an icy stream on cold mornings.
That first morning she gratefully washed indoors and with warm water-
and then the mother ordered all the children to the stream.
explanation was this:

The

The water in the bucket was good enough for

physical cleansing, but it was not sufficient for spiritual rejuvena
tion.

The mother said the water in the bucket was dead; her children

needed a dip in the living water of the stream to give them strength
to make it through the day.

Mrs. Chiltoskey said the girl respected

her mother's belief, and always retained what must have been a remnant
of the ritual of going to water.

This woman, whether or not she was

aware of it, shared the heritage of the Cherokee people James Adair
knew in 1775.
Mrs. Sixkiller, Mr. Owl, and Mrs. Chiltoskey and people like them
are principle spokesmen for the traditions of the modern Cherokee; they
understand the mood of the Cherokee religious inclinations.

There are

many useful churches on the Qualla Boundary now, but as long as the
Cherokee people live beside streams (children of Long Person) and
actually hear the Little People playing in the mountains it will be
difficult for Christianity to ever replace the Cherokee's literally
natural religion.

James Parris, a Christian minister well-versed in
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Cherokee language and beliefs, knows the value and impact of Indian
philosophy.

He has adopted much of it himself.

What James Mooney

wrote of the importance of the Cherokee religion to the Indians of his
time shows why it is necessarily important to the Cherokee people of
today:
"The Indian is essentially religious and contemplative,
and it might also be said that every act of his life is
regulated and determined by his religious belief. It matters
not that some may call this superstitution. The difference
is only relative. The religion of to-day has developed from
the cruder superstitutions of yesterday, and Christianity
itself is but an outgrowth and enlargement of the beliefs
and ceremonies which have been preserved by the Indian in
their more ancient form. When we are willing to admit that
the Indian has a religion which he holds sacred, even though
it be different from our own, we can then admire the consis
tency of the theory, the particularity of the ceremonial and
the beauty of the expression. So far from being a jumble of
crudities, there is a wonderful completeness about the whole
system which is not surpassed even by the ceremonial religions
of the East. 1173
The Cherokee character has remained much the same ove r the years,
and the importance of his basic religious ideals has also been consis
tent.

In the Smokey Mountains God is still evident in the holy spirit

of fire, and going to water is always important, even though the
Christians do call it by another name.

As the Cherokee become more

and more acclimated to white society and values,they lose more of the
latent content of their old religion.

The new interest in minority

religion and literature could influence the young people of the tribe
and perhaps inspire them to retain the ideals of the Real People.

The

acceptance of dualities gave the old Cherokee a valuable sense of place
in their world and among their tribe.

The struggle between good and

evil within man did not make it impossible for him to obtain
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satisfaction with his life; the struggle of man was part of the
struggle of nature.

Man also had the benevolent spirits of the fire

and water gods to aid him, and his myths told him of the coherence
of his surroundings.

The old Cherokee knew how to be absorbed into

nature and still retain their consciousness of themselves as men.
They could be united with their world, but they were not overwhelmed
by it.

This understanding of self and of place is too important a

gift to be discarded by modern men.

For humanity to prevail, it must

be in accordance with himself and nature, not against them.
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